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1. Background 
 
 Productive and sustainable agriculture can only result from the sustainable utilization 
and management of the natural resources that carry it. This, however, is usually 
obstructed by conflicts among intervening decision makers and their different interests 
regarding the many potential forms and ends to use such resources. The risk and danger 
of these conflicts are increased in situations of high population or market pressures, non-
responsive policies and the resulting unaccountable decision-making, which are not 
uncommon regionally. Conflicts related to natural resources then, and their causes 
constitute central issues in the drive of ASARECA and ECAPAPA because they 
effectively diminish the present and potential contributions over time of those resources 
to the goals of economic growth, food security and export competitiveness. Thus, the 
search for solutions, or ways to manage these conflicts, constitutes a proper investment to 
improve the present and future accessibility, productivity and sustainability of the natural 
resource base for regional development. It was against this background that ECAPAPA, 
in collaboration with partner networks, programmes and projects under ASARECA and 
also with International Agricultural Research Centres, embarked on a competitive 
research grant of the project on, “Natural Resource Management and Use: Conflict 
Minimising Strategies”.  
 
This Policy Brief presents some of the lessons learned from research work related to 
social capital, governance and conflict management in eastern and central Africa (ECA)
1
. 
Social capital is related to social norms, networks and trust that promote cooperation 
within and between communities. The paper examines the linkage between social capital 
and good governance; provides examples of positive and negative effects of social capital 
and suggests strategies for integrating social capital considerations in conflict 
management. 
 
2. The Linkage Between Social Capital and Good Governance  
 
In recent years the role of good governance in development is increasingly being 
emphasized, and the literature has focused on democracy, social equity, respect for 
human rights and the rule of law.  At the same time, many countries in eastern and central 
Africa have undertaken comprehensive reforms of their public administrative systems, 
with decentralization as one of the major tools to improve efficiency in public service 
delivery and to strengthen the involvement of citizens in the local decision-making 
process. These developments make the debate on the roles of the state, markets and 
                                                 
1 The Policy Brief is based on a review of literature and the findings of two studies funded by IDRC through 
ASARECA/ECAPAPA: (a) Sanginga, P.C. and R. Kamugisha 2003. Minimizing conflicts in natural resources 
management and use: the role of social capital and local policies in the highlands of south-western Uganda. 
Final technical report prepared for ECAPAPA and ASARECA; and (b) EEAU 2003. Pasture and water use 
conflicts between Karamoja and the neighbouring districts – impacts and potential conflict minimization 
strategies. Final report prepared for ECAPAPA and ASARECA. 
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community is service delivery very relevant – hence the linkage between social capital 
and good governance. 
 
For a long time, the literature on good governance was dominated by two contending 
camps that emerged in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: between those who 
advocated laissez faire dominance of the market and those who advocated comprehensive 
state intervention as the ideal form of governance. The option of using social capital, or 
community governance has gained prominence recently as one way of solving problems 
that both states and the market have failed to address. For example, in situations where 
the nature of social interactions or of the goods and services being interacted makes 
contracting very costly, an effective community could monitor the behaviour of its 
members, rendering them accountable for their actions. In contrast with states and 
markets, communities more effectively foster and utilize the incentives that people have 
traditionally deployed to regulate their common activity, such as trust, solidarity, 
reciprocity, reputation, personal pride, respect, vengeance, and retribution. 
 
3. Examples of Positive and Negative Effects of Social Capital  
 
Research undertaken under ECAPAPA’s research programme on conflict minimizing 
strategies gives some useful lessons related to the role of social capital in minimizing or 
exacerbating resource use conflicts, as illustrated by two case studies from Kabale and 
Karamoja. 
 
3.1 Positive Effects: Social Capital and Conflict Minimization in Kabale, Uganda 
Based on the analysis of selected case studies, key informant and household interviews, 
the study identified over 700 conflict cases. These included conflicts between multiple 
local resource users (agriculturalists, livestock owners, upstream and downstream users) 
for multiple purposes (cultivation, grazing, income, and domestic uses, etc.), and rules 
(national policies, byelaws and community regulations), as well as conflicts between 
local communities concerns for better livelihoods and national and international concerns 
for environment conservation.  The types and dimensions of these conflicts were 
complex, ranging from intra-and supra-household gender relations, land disputes to 
antagonist, distrustful relationships and violent clashes amongst farmers, and between 
farmers, local communities, government and external institutions.   These conflicts were 
fuelled by the excessive fragmentation of very small agricultural land, and the high 
competition over the use of farmland. Because about one third of reported conflicts 
directly involved women, the study noted that a critical gender perspective is essential in 
any NRM conflict analysis. The endowment of both bonding and structural social capital, 
measured as membership in local organization and collective action significantly 
decreased the probability of conflict occurrence.  Similarly, the endowment in linking 
social capital, expressed as participation in research and development activities and 
contact with extension and development organizations increased the probability of 
reporting conflicts.  
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3.2 Negative Effects: Social Capital and Violent Conflicts in Karamoja, Uganda 
In some cases, aspects of social capital may have adverse effects. The literature cites, for 
example, strong group bonds, which can reduce tolerance of outsiders and create an 
undue focus on the group’s needs to the detriment of broader society. It is noted that 
many civil or military conflicts are fuelled when strong intra-group bonding, based on 
ethnic, religious or national identity, results in and/or plays off suspicion and distrust of 
other groups. For instance, in the Manyara region of Tanzania cultural diversity is 
illustrated by the fact that representatives of four quite different linguistic groups are 
found in close proximity, including the Cushitic speakers (Iraqw and Gorowa); Nilo-
hamites (Barabaig); Bantu (Wambugwe and Khoisan (Hadzabe). In this area, some of the 
tension generated by the rivalry of different ethnic groups living in close proximity is 
reflected in the fact that ethnic groups frequently refer to each other through more or less 
derogatory terms as shown below: 
 
 
Box 1. How the different ethnic groups refer to each other in  Manyara region, Tanzania. 
 
 
What they call 
themselves 
What others call them Notes 
Gorowa  Fiome/Fiomi Fiomi used by neighbouring Bantu Groups. Meaning not known 
Hadzabe Tindiga/Kangeju Meaning of “Tindiga” not obvious, but used derogatively by the settled 
agricultural communities to denote the ‘backward’ life of hunting and 
gathering practised by the Hadzabe 
Barabaig  Man’gati (Ol’mang’at) The Maasai labelled the Barabaig ‘ol’mang’at’, meaning ‘enemy’, 
possibly due to their rivalry over livestock and pasture 
Iraqw Mbulu “Mbulu” labelled by the neighbouring Bantu groups, meaning people 
who speak with a babbling tongue 
                       
 
 
Another example of negative effects of social capital is contained in the Karamoja case 
study. The study established that, for a long time, violent conflicts within and between 
the people of Karamoja region and the neighbouring districts and countries have been 
raging in the north-eastern part of Uganda. Recent conditions however indicate an 
increase in their intensity, complexity and public profile, due to competition for scarce 
resources and proliferation of arms. The conflicts, which range from simple 
confrontations to violent armed fights have brought great misery to the inhabitants of the 
region and has had severe impacts on the relations with communities and districts in the 
region. There is however a complex and intricate correlation between natural resources 
scarcity, conflicts and vulnerability. For example, the aspects of cross-border movements 
by the pastoralists usually in pursuit of pasture and other scarce resources, often 
following pre-colonial patterns, has often elicited major objections and have had major 
consequences amongst the Karimojong and the neighbouring districts. Some of the 
effects include decreased agricultural production, population displacement, increasing 
group identity tensions, food insecurity, increasing vulnerability to natural and man- 
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made disasters, persistent misery and frustrations and increased potentials for more 
conflicts.  
 
Among the causes of conflicts in Karamoja mentioned in the case study, the following 
could be attributed to strong internal group cohesion, associated with intolerance of 
others: 
 
 Competition for scarce resources, especially water and pastures, has led to 
sporadic conflicts, mostly on cattle raids between cattle keeping groups for many 
years. A few groups maintain a consistent enmity. 
 The people of Karamoja have had arms for many years, which they have been 
using for defence from both the neighbours and the state and their “enemies” and 
also during times of scarcity to threaten other members of the community. 
 Enormous liking for large herds of cattle for diverse reasons (including bride 
price) is considered the root cause of the inherent cattle raiding among the 
Karimojong and between them and the other pastoralists in neighbouring areas , 
including Kenya and Sudan. 
 In Karamoja, land in terms of individual ownership and fenced off agriculture is 
not a recognised tenure arrangement and has led to conflicts as these tenure 
implications conflict with common access and the transhumance patterns 
practised in the region. 
 
Government efforts to put an end to conflicts in Karamoja have not succeeded – conflicts 
still persist, and disarmament efforts have failed. The case study suggests the following 
solutions to address the conflicts: 
 
 Compulsory primary education - to facilitate attitudinal change for the 
Karimojong. 
 Boost for NGO activities – given their successes and flexibility related to 
democratisation, development, health, and delivery of relief aid. 
 Peace and reconciliation programmes – through the organisation of intra- and 
inter- community consultations. 
 Provision of water supplies – for livestock and agricultural development. 
 Security – the setting up of permanent barracks along the border between 
Karamoja and neighbouring districts to minimise unlawfulness, limit cattle 
raiding and other related atrocities. 
 
4. Relating Social Capital to Conflict Management 
The literature on conflict management makes a distinction between adversarial systems, 
which aim at punishing the wrongdoer and reconciliatory, which aim at reconciling the 
disputants. Another aspect of interest is the principle of conflict avoidance, whereby 
many institutions associated with warfare among herder communities like the 
Karimojong, serve to restrict violence. These institutions and rules provide a way to 
mitigate conflicts and to ensure the payment of reparations when damage or homicide 
occurs. 
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The Kabale case study found that, while the specific mechanisms for managing conflicts 
vary with the conflict type, nature, levels and stakeholders or actors involved, the most 
commonly used mechanisms were arbitration and mediation by the village local council 
(LC1) members who facilitate negotiation between competing parties to reach a mutually 
agreed decision.    Conflicts opposing local communities’ livelihoods and national, and 
international concerns for conservation of bio-diversity and environment in communities 
surrounding the park were often resolved by the use of multiple forms of coercion 
(violence, harassment, intimidation, fines and imprisonment), resulting to antagonist, 
distrustful relationships and violent clashes between local communities and park 
authorities.    
 
5. Strategies for Integrating Social Capital Considerations in Conflict Management 
 
Research findings show that, with respect to resource use conflicts, there can be both 
positive, as well as adverse effects of social capital. A major lesson that can be derived 
from this analysis of social capital, governance and conflict management is the need to 
identify the best institutional mix for good governance - clarify what class of problems 
are handled will by which combination of institutions. This factor was also emphasised 
by the World Commission on the Social Dimensions of Globalisation when it identified 
the following elements for improving good governance: 
 An effective State that ensures high and stable economic growth provides public 
goods and social protection, raises the capabilities of people through universal 
access to education and other social services, and promotes gender equality. 
 A vibrant civil society empowered by freedom of association and expression that 
reflects and voices the full diversity of views and interests. 
 Strong representative organizations of workers and employers. 
 
Hence, whereas the market is appropriate where contracts may be written and enforced at 
low cost, the state alone has the power to make and enforce the rules of the game that 
govern the interaction of private agents. Communities however may solve problems that 
both states and markets are ill equipped to address. They rely on dispersed private 
information often unavailable to states, employers, banks and other large formal 
organisations to apply rewards and punishments to members according to their 
conformity. 
 
 The government has a major role to play in nurturing the positive aspects of social 
capital. Although devising policies to create social capital generally is problematic, 
existing literature notes that there could be benefits in integrating social capital 
considerations into mainstream policy analysis. This would be through ensuring that 
government policies, programmes and regulations do not unnecessarily or unintentionally 
erode social capital, and that their beneficial side effects on social capital are taken into 
account. Also, integrating social capital considerations could highlight opportunities to 
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stimulate latent social capital through policy design, and to harness existing social capital 
where appropriate. Below, are some of the strategies have been suggested in order to 
build or support social capital for conflict management. 
 A  "synergy approach" of social capital and local policy is suggested for 
managing resource use conflicts. Instead of idealizing social capital and taking it 
for granted, or ignoring its diverse forms and dimensions, it is important to 
examine the ways in which social capital and local policies complement each 
other. 
 Aspects of social capital may have adverse effects - strong group bonds may 
reduce tolerance of outsiders and create an undue focus on the group’s needs to 
the detriment of broader society. In such situations, it is important to promote 
bridging social capital (as it is done by ecumenical religious organisations). 
Bridging social capital brings harmony between heterogeneous groups, 
strengthening ties between them. 
 In areas like Karamoja that are characterised by violent ethnic conflicts, conflict 
management should consider the various causes, levels and manifestations of the 
conflict. Conflict resolution in such areas requires a well-guided, clear strategy 
and vision and it must involve different stakeholders. 
 In order to encourage the positive aspects of social capital in governance, there is 
a need to encourage the devolution of responsibilities from central agencies to 
local governments, the non-governmental sector and/or families and individuals. 
 
 
 
 
 
